Is It Hard To Take?

Dr. J. Allen Blair

#410 Aug 27 2007

How do you react when you are criticized?  Do you attack the criticizer by pointing out a shortcoming on his part?  Or maybe, you say nothing and just simply smolder, while plainly ignoring your criticizer.  Somebody has said, “To avoid being criticized, don’t do anything.”  Anyone who serves God, who has an earnest desire to honor the Lord, will be criticized.  Never think everyone will speak well of you simply because you are a follower of Christ.  Some will even become jealous of your spiritual depth.  Other Christians will act unfavorably at times.

Criticism is to be expected.  After all, Christ was perfect, yet He was criticized frequently.  The writer to the Hebrews tells us to consider Him who endured such contradiction of sinners against himself, lest ye be wearied and faint in your minds (Hebrews 12:3).  What is being said here is, don’t pity yourself when you are criticized.  Don’t be sensitive.  Think of your Lord; if He was criticized, do you think you can expect anything less?

Recall how the people failed to respect our Lord’s dignity.  Is not this the carpenter? they asked.  The fact of the matter was, the criticizers were filled with wrath because of the truth that Jesus was teaching.  They charged Him of being Beelzebub, the prince of demons.  They accused Him further of being a deceiver.  They derided Him, hated Him, and laughed Him to scorn.  They said that He was mad and had a devil.  They accused Him of blasphemy and of condoning transgressors.  They declared that He spoke against Caesar and was guilty of inciting rebellion.  Jesus was misunderstood frequently, not only by His enemies but even by His disciples at times.  How did He react?  Was He overly sensitive?  Did He respond with anger in retaliation? – Not at all.  He was never disturbed by criticism.

What about you?  What about me?  Because of our sinful flesh, we love to have people think well of us and say nice things about us.  How beautiful complements sound to our ears.  We smile with pride and satisfaction.  But just the opposite is the case when we are criticized or when we are told of certain faults.

Why is this?  It is simply because we spend a lot of time trying to cover up our real selves.  We are trying to shield our true character from those around us.  Consequently, we try to say nice things and do nice things, but these are not always the real expressions of our heart.  We wear a veneer in our attempt to impress people.  But, of course, God knows us as we are.  And very frequently, the true self-life is revealed so that those around us know us as we are.  Especially is this the case in the face of criticism.  We often retaliate and become overly sensitive about what is being said.  A sign of growth in grace is that we overcome this evil and begin to react to criticism the way the Lord did, with love and kindness.

A friend tells of his visit with a great preacher.  The preacher seemed to have a gift of handling people.  Especially was he calm in difficult circumstances.  His friend asked, “Have you always been able to do this?”  “No,” he replied, “indeed I was not.  I was far too sensitive and liable to crumble up at a breath of opposition.  For instance,” he continued, referring to a stinging criticism of his methods, which had been repeated to him the evening before. “If that same thing had been said to me twenty years ago, I should have remained awake all night worrying about it.  But such things do not disturb me anymore, not because I have become hardened to them, but because I have learned that to be disturbed by them is sin, and it is only due to my own evil pride or unmortified self-love.”

This preacher certainly struck at the heart of the problem: pride and self-love.  This is why we often retaliate to criticism with anger and hatred.  We are such proud individuals, rarely considering the other person, but always looking out for ourselves.  

God says in the Scriptures in Proverbs 29:23 A man’s pride shall bring him low.  And how many times you and I have been brought low because of our proud hearts.  We even refuse to analyze criticism to see whether it is false or real.  Usually, we respond to criticism in one of four ways.  Sometimes, we flare up and answer back harshly.  I suppose this is more widely used than the other three.  Then there are times when we keep it within, bear a grudge, and build up dislike for the criticizer.  This happens frequently.

I heartily recommend the other two ways.  Be Christ-like and forgive under all circumstances.  And, finally, don’t only forgive, but forget.

One worthy child of God said, “I am too busy serving God and winning souls to remember an insult.  I study to forget everything that reflects unfavorably upon another, and on the other hand I study to remember everything that tends to his advantage.”

Recall how our Lord responded to criticism.  Peter says in his first Epistle, Who, when He was reviled, reviled not again; when He suffered, He threatened not (1 Peter 2:23).  And in John 13:15 we have His words I have given you an example, that ye should do as I have done to you.  Truly, this is a worthwhile example for all of us.

Recently, I read about a Christian man who heard that another brother was talking against him.  Going to him, he said, “Will you be kind enough to tell me my faults to my face, that I may profit by your Christian judgment and try to get rid of them?”  “Yes sir, I will,” replied the other.  They went inside and the former said, “Before you begin to tell that you think is wrong with me, will you please kneel down and pray that my eyes may be opened to see my faults as you point them out?”  The other agreed, and it was done.  When the prayer by the critical brother was over, the man who had sought the interview said, “Now, proceed with your complaints concerning me.”  The other replied, “After praying over them, they look so trivial that they are really not worth talking about.  The truth is, I now feel that in speaking against you behind your back, I have been of the wrong spirit and actually have been serving the Devil.  I have need that you pray for me and forgive me the wrong that I have done.”

It is said that the faults that we see most quickly in others are the very ones that are most prominent in our own lives.  I am sure all of us have found this to be true in our own experience.  When a certain trait in someone else irritates us, upon careful examination we find that very thing to be one of our own shortcomings.  For this reason, we should be hesitant to judge others.  We must be gracious in overlooking their faults.  We should be critical of our own selves, turning the spotlight upon our own lives frequently, making sure that we personally are right in the sight of God.

Isn’t it strange how easy it is to see the mote in our brothers eye, even though we have such a big beam in our own?  Each and every morning we should start the day with a period of heart searching, saying with the Psalmist, Search me, O God, and know my heart: try me, and know my thoughts: and see if there be any wicked way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting (Psalm 139:23,24).

Are there traces of evil criticism at work in your life?  Are you overly sensitive?  You can’t stand to be criticized?  Let God work in your life.  He has promised grace and more grace.  Confess to the Lord with the promise of His forgiveness and get victory.  Learn how to praise, rather than criticize.  Let your speech be always with grace, seasoned with salt.
Maybe your greater problem is that you need the Lord.  You have never definitely experienced His transforming power.  This is why you are sensitive to criticism.  Open your heart to Christ at this moment and trust Him as your Savior and Lord.  He will save you for eternity.
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